
STOP 



Early Journal Content on JSTOR, Free to Anyone in the World 

This article is one of nearly 500,000 scholarly works digitized and made freely available to everyone in 
the world by JSTOR. 

Known as the Early Journal Content, this set of works include research articles, news, letters, and other 
writings published in more than 200 of the oldest leading academic journals. The works date from the 
mid-seventeenth to the early twentieth centuries. 

We encourage people to read and share the Early Journal Content openly and to tell others that this 
resource exists. People may post this content online or redistribute in any way for non-commercial 
purposes. 

Read more about Early Journal Content at http://about.jstor.org/participate-jstor/individuals/early- 
journal-content . 



JSTOR is a digital library of academic journals, books, and primary source objects. JSTOR helps people 
discover, use, and build upon a wide range of content through a powerful research and teaching 
platform, and preserves this content for future generations. JSTOR is part of ITHAKA, a not-for-profit 
organization that also includes Ithaka S+R and Portico. For more information about JSTOR, please 
contact support@jstor.org. 



1868.] Shakespeare Once More. 629 

sibilities and lay us under duties towards the English govern- 
ment which we could not safely or honorably shun, but to 
which it would cost us infinite vexation and annoyance to 
respond. Many a rich man has been ruined by a too careless 
and extensive indorsement of other persons' paper ; and the 
habit is as dangerous in politics as in business. All this we 
say, however, not as furnishing any inducement to desist in 
pressing for the acknowledgment of our theory. That is a 
matter of honor and conscience ; and we cannot and shall not 
desist, from any motive of selfishness. But our action should 
be placed fairly and clearly in the true light, that it may be 
understood fully, both at home and abroad, that no national 
greediness or morbid love of aggrandizement influences us, 
but that we are performing a duty, to our own not improbable 
annoyance and peril, simply because it is a duty which we 
cannot evade without loss of dignity and self-respect. 

John T. Moese, Jb. 



Art. XI. — Shakespeare Once Moke. 

Many years ago, while yet Fancy claimed that right in me 
which Fact has since, to my no small loss, so successfully dis- 
puted, I pleased myself with imagining the play of Hamlet 
published under some alias, and as the work of a new candi- 
date in literature. Then I played, as the children say, that it 
came in regular course before some well-meaning doer of criti- 
cisms, who had never read the original, (no very wild assump- 
tion, as things go,) and endeavored to conceive the kind of 
way in which he would be likely to take it. I put myself in his 
place, and tried to write such a perfunctory notice as I thought 
would be likely, in filling his column, to satisfy his conscience. 
But it was a tour de force quite beyond my power to execute 
without grimace. I could not arrive at that artistic absorption 
in my own conception which would enable me to be natural, 
and found myself, like a bad actor, continually betraying my 
self-consciousness by my very endeavor to hide it under cari- 
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cature. The path of Nature is indeed a narrow one, and it is 
only the immortals that seek it, and, when they find it, do not 
find themselves cramped therein. My result was a dead fail- 
ure, — satire instead of comedy. I could not shake off that 
strange accumulation which we call self, and report honestly 
what I saw and felt even to myself, much less to others. 

Yet I have often thought, that, unless we can so far free our- 
selves from our own prepossessions as to be capable of bringing 
to a work of art some freshness of sensation, and receiving 
from it in turn some new surprise of sympathy and admira- 
tion, — some shock even, it may be, of instinctive distaste and 
repulsion, — though we may praise or blame, weighing our 
pros and cons in the nicest balances, sealed by proper authority, 
yet we shall not criticise in the highest sense. On the other 
hand, unless we admit certain principles as fixed beyond ques- 
tion, we shall be able to render no adequate judgment, but on- 
ly to record our impressions, which may be valuable or not, 
according to the greater or less ductility of the senses on 
which they are made. Charles Lamb, for example, came to 
the old English dramatists with the feeling of a discoverer. 
He brought with him an alert curiosity, and everything was 
delightful simply because it was strange. Like other early 
adventurers, he sometimes mistakes shining sand for gold ; but 
he had the great advantage of not feeling himself responsible 
for the manners of the inhabitants he found there, and not 
thinking it needful to make them square with any Westminster 
Catechism of aesthetics. Best of all, he does not feel compelled 
to compare them with the Greeks, about whom he knew little, 
and cared less. He takes them as he finds them, describes 
them in a few pregnant sentences, and displays his specimens 
of their growth and manufacture. When he arrives at the 
dramatists of the Restoration, so far from being shocked, he is 
charmed with their pretty and unmoral ways ; and what he 
says of them reminds us of blunt Captain Dampier, who, in his 
account of the island of Timor, remarks, as a matter of no con- 
sequence, that the natives " take as many wives as they can 
maintain, and as for religion, they have none." 

Lamb had the great advantage of seeing the elder dramatists 
as they were ; it did not lie within his province to point out 
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what they were not. Himself a fragmentary writer, he had 
more sympathy with imagination where it gathers into the in- 
tense focus of passionate phrase than with that higher form of 
it, where it is the faculty that shapes, gives unity of design 
and balanced gravitation of parts. And yet it is only this 
higher form of it which can unimpeachably assure to any work 
the dignity and permanence of a classic ; for it results in that 
exquisite something called Style, which, like the grace of per- 
fect breeding, everywhere pervasive and nowhere emphatic, 
makes itself felt by the skill with which it effaces itself, and 
masters us at last with a sense of indefinable completeness. 
On a lower plane we may detect it in the structure of a sen- 
tence, in the limpid expression that implies sincerity of 
thought; but it is only where it combines and organizes, 
where it eludes observation in particulars to give the rarer 
delight of perfection as a whole, that it belongs to art. Then 
it is truly ideal, the forma mentis ceterna, not as a passive 
mould into which the thought is poured, but as the conceptive 
energy which finds all material plastic to its preconceived 
design. Mere vividness of expression, such as makes quotable 
passages, comes of the complete surrender of self to the im- 
pression, whether spiritual or sensual, of the moment. It is a 
quality, perhaps, in which the young poet is richer than the 
mature, his very inexperience making him more venturesome 
in those leaps of language that startle us with their rashness 
only to bewitch us the more with the happy ease of their 
accomplishment. For this there are no existing laws of rhet- 
oric, for it is from such felicities that the rhetoricians deduce 
and codify their statutes. It is something which cannot be 
improved upon or cultivated, for it is immediate and intui- 
tive. But this power of expression is subsidiary, and goes 
only a little way toward the making of a great poet. Im- 
agination, where it is truly creative, is a faculty, and not a 
quality ; it looks before and after, it gives the form that 
makes all the parts work together harmoniously toward a giv- 
en end, its seat is in the higher reason, and it is efficient only 
as a servant of the will. Imagination, as it is too often mis- 
understood, is mere fantasy, the image-making power, common 
to all who have the gift of dreams, or who can afford to buy it 
in a vulgar drug as De Quincey bought it. 
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The true poetic imagination is of one quality, whether it be 
ancient or modern, and equally subject to those laws of grace, 
of proportion, of design, in whose free service, and in that 
alone, it can become art. Those laws are something which do 

not 

" alter when they alteration find, 
And bend with the remover to remove." 

And they are more clearly to be deduced from the eminent ex- 
amples of Greek literature than from any other source. It is 
the advantage of this select company of ancients that their 
works are defecated of all turbid mixture of contemporaneous- 
ness, and have become to us pure literature, our judgment and 
enjoyment of which cannot be vulgarized by any prejudices of 
time or place. This is why the study of them is fitly called a 
liberal education, because it emancipates the mind from every 
narrow provincialism whether of egoism or tradition, and is 
the apprenticeship that every one must serve before becoming 
a free brother of the guild which passes the torch of life from 
age to age. There would be no dispute about the advantages 
of that Greek culture which Schiller advocated with such gen- 
erous eloquence, if the great authors of antiquity had not been 
degraded from teachers of thinking to drillers in grammar, 
and made the ruthless pedagogues of root and inflection, in- 
stead of companions for whose society the mind must put on 
her highest mood. The discouraged youth too naturally trans- 
fers the epithet of dead from the languages to the authors that 
wrote in them. What concern have we with the shades of 
dialect in .Homer or Theocritus, provided they speak the 
spiritual lingua franca that abolishes all alienage of race, and 
makes whatever shore of time we land on hospitable and home- 
like ? There is much that is deciduous in books, but all that 
gives them a title to rank as literature in the highest sense is 
perennial. Their vitality is the vitality not of one or another 
blood or tongue, but of human nature ; their truth is not top- 
ical and transitory, but of universal acceptation ; and thus all 
great authors seem the coevals not only of each other, but of 
whoever reads them, growing wiser with him as he grows wise, 
and unlocking to him one secret after another as his own life 
and experience give him the key, but on no other condition. 
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Their meaning is absolute, not conditional ; it is a property of 
theirs, quite irrespective of manners or creed ; for. the highest 
culture, the development of the individual by observation, re- 
flection, and study, leads to one result, whether in Athens 
or in London. The more we know of ancient literature, 
the more we are struck with its moderriness, just as the 
more we study the maturer dramas of Shakespeare, the 
more we feel his nearness in certain primary qualities to 
the antique and classical. Yet even in saying this, I tacit- 
ly make the admission that it is the Greeks who must 
furnish us with our standard of comparison. Their stamp 
is upon all the allowed measures and weights of aesthetic 
criticism. Nor does a consciousness of this, nor a constant 
reference to it, in any sense reduce us to the mere copying of 
a bygone excellence ; for it is the test of excellence in any 
department of art, that it can never be bygone, and it is not 
mere difference from antique models, but the way in which 
that difference is shown, the direction it takes, that we are to 
consider in our judgment of a modern work. The model is 
not there to be copied merely, but that the study of it may 
lead us insensibly to the same processes of thought by which 
its purity of outline and harmony of parts were attained, and 
enable us to feel that strength is consistent with repose, that 
multiplicity is not abundance, that grace is but a more refined 
form of power, and that a thought is none the less profound 
that the limpidity of its expression allows us to measure it at 
a glance. To be possessed with this conviction gives us at 
least a determinate point of view, and enables us to appeal a 
case of taste to a court of final judicature, whose decisions are 
guided by immutable principles. When we hear of certain 
productions, that they are feeble in design, but masterly in 
parts, that they are incoherent, to be sure, but have great 
merits of style, we know that it cannot be true ; for in the high- 
est examples we have, the master is revealed by his plan, by his 
power of making all accessories, each in its due relation, subor- 
dinate to it, and that to limit style to the rounding of a period 
or a distich is wholly to misapprehend its truest and highest 
function. Donne is full of salient verses that would take 
the rudest March winds of criticism with their beauty, of 
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thoughts that first tease us like charades and then delight us 
with the felicity of their solution ; hut these have not saved 
him. He is exiled to the limbo of the formless and the frag- 
mentary. To take a more recent instance, — Wordsworth had, 
in some respects, a deeper insight, and a more adequate utter- 
ance of it, than any man of his generation. But it was a piece- 
meal insight and utterance ; his imagination was feminine, not 
masculine, receptive, and not creative. His longer poems are 
Egyptian sand-wastes, with here and there an oasis of exqui- 
site scenery, a grand image, Sphinx-like, half buried in drifting 
commonplaces, or the solitary Pompey's Pillar of some tower- 
ing thought. But what is the fate of a poet who owns the 
quarry, but cannot build the poem ? Ere the century is out he 
will be nine parts dead, and immortal only in that tenth part 
of him which is included in a thin volume of " beauties." Al- 
ready Moxon has felt the need of extracting this essential oil 
of him ; and his memory will be kept alive, if at all, by the 
precious material rather than the workmanship of the vase 
that contains his heart. And what shall we forebode of so 
many modern poems, full of splendid passages, beginning every- 
where and leading nowhere, reminding us of nothing so much 
as the amateur architect who planned his own house, and for- 
got the staircase that should connect one floor with another, 
putting it as an afterthought on the outside ? 

Lichtenherg says somewhere, that it was the advantage of 
the aneients to write before the great art of writing ill had 
been invented ; and Shakespeare may be said to have had the 
good luck of coming after Spenser (to whom the debt of Eng- 
lish poetry is incalculable) had reinvented the art of writing 
well. But Shakespeare arrived at a mastery in this respect 
which sets him above all other poets. He is not only superior 
in degree, but he is also different in kind. In that less purely 
artistic sphere of style which concerns the matter rather than 
the form his charm is often unspeakable. How perfect his 
style is may be judged from the fact that it never curdles into 
mannerism, and thus absolutely eludes imitation. Though 
here, if anywhere, the style is the man, yet it is noticeable 
only, like the images of Brutus, by its absence, so thoroughly 
is he absorbed in his work, while he fuses thought and word 
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indissolubly together, till all the particles cohere by the best 
virtue of each. With perfect truth he has said of himself 
that he writes 

" all one, ever the same, 
Putting invention in a noted weed, 
That every word doth almost tell his name." 

And yet who has so succeeded in imitating him as to re- 
mind us of him by even so much as the gait of a single verse ? 
Those magnificent crystallizations of feeling and phrase, ba- 
saltic masses, molten and interfused by the primal fires of pas- 
sion, are not to be reproduced by the slow experiments of the 
laboratory striving to parody creation with artifice. Mr. 
Matthew Arnold seems to think that Shakespeare has dam- 
aged English poetry. I wish he had ! It is true he lifted 
Dryden above himself in " All for Love " ; but it was Dryden 
who said of him,. by instinctive conviction rather than judg- 
ment, that within his magic circle none dare tread but he. Is 
he to blame for the extravagances of modern diction, which 
are but the reaction of the brazen age against the degeneracy 
of art into artifice, that has characterized the silver period in 
every literature ? The quality in him which makes him at 
once so thoroughly English and so thoroughly cosmopolitan is 
that aeration of the understanding by the imagination which 
he has in common with all the greater poets, and which is the 
privilege of genius. The modern school, which mistakes vio- 
lence for intensity, seems to catch its breath when it finds it- 
self on the verge of natural expression, and to say to itself, 
" Good heavens ! I had almost forgotten I was inspired ! " 
But of Shakespeare we do not even suspect that he ever re- 
membered it. He does not always speak in that intense way 
that flames up in Lear and Macbeth through the rifts of a soil 
volcanic with passion. He allows us here and there the repose 
of a commonplace character, the consoling distraction of a hu- 
morous one. He knows how to be equable and grand without 
effort, so that we forget the altitude of thought to which he 
has led us, because the slowly receding slope of a mountain 
stretching downward by ample gradations gives a less startling 
impression of height than to look over the edge of a ravine that 
makes but a wrinkle in its flank. 
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Shakespeare has been sometimes taxed with the barbarism 
of profuseness and exaggeration. But this is to measure him 
by a Sophoclean scale. The simplicity of the antique tragedy 
is by no means that of expression, but is of form merely. In 
the utterance of great passions, something must be indulged 
to the extravagance of Nature ; the subdued tones to which 
pathos and sentiment are limited cannot express a tempest of 
the soul. The range between the piteous " no more but so," 
in which Ophelia compresses the heart-break whose compres- 
sion was to make her mad, and that sublime appeal of Lear to 
the elements of Nature, only to be matched, if matched at 
all, in the " Prometheus," is a wide one, and Shakespeare is as 
truly simple in the one as in the other. The simplicity of 
poetry is not that of prose, nor its clearness that of ready ap- 
prehension merely. To a subtile sense, a sense heightened 
by sympathy, those sudden fervors of phrase, gone ere one 
can say it lightens, that show us Macbeth groping among the 
complexities of thought in his conscience-clouded mind, and 
reveal the intricacy rather than enlighten it, while they leave 
the eye darkened to the literal meaning of the words, yet 
make their logical sequence, the grandeur of the conception, 
and its truth to Nature clearer than sober daylight could. 
There is an obscurity of mist rising from the undrained shal- 
lows of the mind, and there is the darkness of thunder-cloud 
gathering its electric masses with passionate intensity from 
the clear element of the imagination, not at random or wil- 
fully, but by the natural processes of the creative faculty, to 
brood those flashes of expression that transcend rhetoric, and 
are only to be apprehended by the poetic instinct. 

In that secondary office of imagination, where it serves the 
artist, not as the reason that shapes, but as the interpreter of 
his conceptions into words, there is a distinction to be noticed 
between the higher and lower mode in which it performs its 
function. It may be either creative or pictorial, may body 
forth the thought or merely image it forth. With Shakespeare, 
for example, imagination seems immanent in his very con- 
sciousness ; with Milton, in his memory. In the one it sends, 
as if without knowing it, a fiery life into the verse, 
" Sei die Braut das Wort, 
Brautigam der Geist" ; 
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in the other it elaborates a certain pomp and elevation. Ac- 
cordingly, the bias of the former is toward over-intensity, of 
the latter toward over-difluseness. Shakespeare's tempta- 
tion is to push a willing metaphor beyond its strength, to 
make a passion over-inform its tenement of words ; Milton 
cannot resist running a simile on into a fugue. One always 
fancies Shakespeare in his best verses, and Milton at the key- 
board of his organ. Shakespeare's language is no longer the 
mere vehicle of thought, it has become part of it, its very flesh 
and blood. The pleasure it gives us is unmixed, direct, like that 
from the smell of a flower or the flavor of a fruit. Milton sets 
everywhere his little pitfalls of bookish association for the mem- 
ory. I know that Milton's manner is very grand. It is slow, it 
is stately, moving as in triumphal procession, with music, with 
historic banners, with spoils from every time and every re- 
gion, and captive epithets, like huge Sicambrians, thrust their 
broad shoulders between us and the thought whose pomp they 
decorate. But it is manner, nevertheless, as is proved by the 
ease with which it is parodied, by the danger it is in of de- 
generating into mannerism whenever it forgets itself. Fancy 
a parody of Shakespeare, — I do not mean of his words, but of 
his tone, for that is what distinguishes the master. You might 
as well try it with the Venus of Milo. In Shakespeare it is 
always the higher thing, the thought, the fancy, that is pre-em- 
inent ; it is Cassar that draws all eyes, and not the chariot in 
which he rides, or the throng which is but the reverberation of 
his supremacy. If not, how explain the charm with which he 
dominates in all tongues, even under the disenchantment of 
translation ? Among the most alien races he is as solidly at 
home as a mountain seen from different sides by many lands, 
itself superbly solitary, yet the companion of all thoughts and 
domesticated in all imaginations. 

In description Shakespeare is especially great, and in that 
instinct which gives the peculiar quality of any object of 
contemplation in a single happy word that colors the impres- 
sion on the sense with the mood of the mind. Most descrip- 
tive poets seem to think that a hogshead of water caught at 
the spout will give us a livelier notion of a thunder-shower 
than the sullen muttering of the first big drops upon the roof. 
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They forget that it is by suggestion, not cumulation, that pro- 
found impressions are made upon the imagination. Milton's 
parsimony (so rare in him) makes the success of his 

" Sky lowered, and, muttering thunder, some sad drops 
Wept at completion of the mortal sin." 

Shakespeare understood perfectly the charm of indirectness, 
of making his readers seem to discover for themselves what 
he means to show them. If he wishes to tell that the leaves 
of the willow are gray on the under side, he does not make it 
a mere fact of observation by bluntly saying so, but makes it 
picturesquely reveal itself to us as it might in Nature : — 
" There is a willow grows athwart the flood, 
That shows his hoar leaves in the glassy stream." 

Where he goes to the landscape for a comparison, he does not 
ransack wood and field for specialties, as if he were gathering 
simples, but takes one image, obvious, familiar, and makes it 
new to us either by sympathy or contrast with his own imme- 
diate feeling. He always looked upon Nature with the eyes of 
the mind. Thus he can make the melancholy of autumn or 
the gladness of spring alike pathetic : — 

" That time of year thou mayst in me behold, 
When yellow leaves, or few, or none, do hang 
Upon those boughs that shake against the cold, 
Bare ruined choirs where late the sweet birds sang." 
Or again : — 

" From thee have I been absent in the spring, 
When proud-pied April, dressed in all his trim, 
Hath put a spirit of youth in everything, 
That heavy Saturn leaped and laughed with him." 

But as dramatic poet, Shakespeare goes even beyond this, 
entering so perfectly into the consciousness of the characters 
he himself has created, that he sees everything through their 
peculiar mood, and makes every epithet, as if unconsciously, 
echo and re-echo it. Theseus asks Hermia, — 
" Can you endure the livery of a nun, 
For aye to be in shady cloister mewed, 
To live a barren sister all your life, 
Chanting faint hymns to the cold fruitless moon ? " 

When Romeo must leave Juliet, the private pang of the lovers 
becomes a property of Nature herself, and 
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" Envious streaks 
Do lace the severing clouds in yonder east." 

But even more striking is the following instance from Mac- 
beth : — 

" The raven himself is hoarse 
That croaks the fatal enterance of Duncan 
Under your battlements." 

Here Shakespeare, with his wonted tact, makes use of a vulgar 
superstition, of a type in which mortal presentiment is already 
embodied, to make a common ground on which the hearer and 
Lady Macbeth may meet. After this prelude we are prepared 
to be possessed by her emotion more fully, to feel in her ears 
the dull tramp of the blood that seems to make the raven's 
croak yet hoarser than it is, and to betray the stealthy ad- 
vance of the mind to its fell purpose. For Lady Macbeth 
hears not so much the voice of the bodeful bird as of her own 
premeditated murder, and we are thus made her shuddering 
accomplices before the fact. Every image receives the color 
of the mind, every word throbs with the pulse of one control- 
ling passion. The epithet fatal makes us feel the implacable 
resolve of the speaker, and shows us that she is tampering 
with her conscience by putting off the crime upon the proph- 
ecy of the Weird Sisters to which she alludes. In the word 
battlements, too, not only is the fancy led up to the perch of the 
raven, but a hostile image takes the place of a hospitable ; for 
men commonly speak of receiving a guest under their roof or 
within their doors. That this is not over-ingenuity, seeing 
what is not to be seen, nor meant to be seen, is clear to me from 
what follows. When Duncan and Banquo arrive at the castle, 
their fancies, free from all suggestion of evil, call up only gra- 
cious and amiable images. The raven was but the fantastical 
creation of Lady Macbeth's over-wrought brain. 

" This castle has a pleasant seat, the air 
Nimbly and sweetly doth commend itself 
Unto our gentle senses. 

This guest of summer, 
The temple-haunting martlet, doth approve 
•By his loved mansionry that the heaven's breath 
Smells wooingly here ; no jutty, frieze, 
Buttress, or coigne of vantage, but this bird 
Hath made his pendent bed and procreant cradle." 
VOL. CVI. — NO. 219. 41 
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The contrast here cannot but be as intentional as it is 
marked. Every image is one of welcome, security, and con- 
fidence. The summer, one may well fancy, would be a very 
different hostess from her whom we have just seen expecting 
them. And why temple-haunting, unless because it suggests 
sanctuary ? O immag-inativa, che si ne rubi delle cose di fuor, 
how infinitely more precious are the inward ones thou givest 
in return ! If all this be accident, it is at least one of those 
accidents of which only this man was ever capable. I divine 
something like it now and then in JSschylus, through the mists 
of a language which will not let me be sure of what I see, but 
nowhere else. Shakespeare, it is true, had, as respects Eng- 
lish, the privilege which only first-comers enjoy. The lan- 
guage was still fresh from those sources at too great a distance 
from which it becomes fit only for the service of prose. 
Wherever he dipped, it came up clear and sparkling, undefiled 
as yet by the drainage of literary factories, or of those dye- 
houses where the machine-woven fabrics of sham culture are 
colored up to the last desperate style of sham sentiment. 
Those who criticise his diction as sometimes extravagant 
should remember that in poetry language is something more 
than merely the vehicle of thought, that it is meant to convey 
the sentiment as much as the sense, and that, if there is a 
beauty of use, there is often a higher use of beauty. 

What kind of culture Shakespeare had is uncertain ; how 
much he had is disputed ; that he had as much as he wanted, 
and of whatever kind he wanted, must be clear to whoever con- 
siders the question. Dr. Farmer has proved, in his entertain- 
ing essay, that he got everything at second hand from transla- 
tions, and that, where his translator blundered, he loyally 
blundered too. But Goethe, the man of widest acquirement 
in modern times, did- precisely the same thing. In his char- 
acter of poet he set as little store by useless learning as 
Shakespeare did. He learned to write hexameters, not from 
Homer, but from Voss, and Voss found them faulty ; yet some- 
how Hermann und Dorothea is more readable than Luise. So 
far as all the classicism then attainable was concerned, Shake- 
speare got it as cheap as Goethe did, who always bought it 
ready-made. For such purposes of mere aesthetic nourishment 
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Goethe always milked other minds, — if minds those rumina- 
tors and digesters of antiquity into asses' milk may be called. 
There were plenty of professors who were forever assiduously 
browsing in vales of Enna and on Pentelican slopes among 
the vestiges of antiquity, slowly secreting lacteous facts, and 
not one of them would have. raised his head from that ex- 
quisite pasturage, though Pan had made music through his 
pipe of reeds. Did Goethe wish to work up a Greek theme ? 
He drove out Herr Bottiger, for example, among that fodder 
delicious to him for its very dryness, that sapless Arcadia of 
scholiasts, let him graze, ruminate, and go through all other 
needful processes of the antiquarian organism, then got him 
quietly into a corner and milked him. The product, after stand- 
ing long enough, mantled over with the rich Goethean cream, 
from which a butter could be churned, if not precisely classic, 
quite as good as the ancients could have made out of the same 
material. But who has ever read the Achilleis, correct in all 
wwessential particulars as it probably is ? 

It is impossible to conceive that a man, who, in other re- 
spects made such booty of the world around him, whose obser- 
vation of manners was so minute, and whose insight into 
character and motives, as if he had been one of God's spies, 
was so unerring that we accept it without question, as we do 
Nature herself, and find it more consoling to explain his con- 
fessedly immense superiority by attributing it to a happy 
instinct rather than to the conscientious perfecting of excep- 
tional powers till practice made them seem to work indepen- 
dently of the will which still directed them, — it is impossible 
that such a man should not also have profited by the converse 
of the cultivated and quick-witted men in whose familiar so- 
ciety he lived, that he should not have over and over again 
discussed points of criticism and art with them, that he should 
not have had his curiosity, so alive to everything else, excited 
about those ancients whom university men then, no doubt, as 
now, extolled without too much knowledge of what they really 
were, that he should not have heard too much rather than too 
little of Aristotle's Poetics, Quinctilian's Rhetoric, Horace's 
Art of Poetry, and the Unities, especially from Ben Jonson, — 
in short, that he who speaks of himself as 
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" Desiring this man's art and that man's scope, 
With what he most enjoyed contented least," 

and who meditated so profoundly on every other topic of hu- 
man concern, should never have turned his thought to the 
principles of that art which was both the delight and business 
of his life, the bread-winner alike for soul and body. Was 
there no harvest of the ear for him whose eye had stocked its 
garners so full as wellnigh to forestall all after-comers ? Did 
he who could so counsel the practisers of an art in which he 
never arrived at eminence, as in Hamlet's advice to the players, 
never take counsel with himself about that other art in which 
the instinct of the crowd, no less than the judgment of his- 
rivals, awarded him an easy pre-eminence ? If he had little 
Latin and less Greek, might he not have had enough of both 
for every practical purpose on this side pedantry ? The most 
extraordinary, one might almost say contradictory, attainments 
have been ascribed to him, and yet he has been supposed inca- 
pable of what was within easy reach of every boy at West- 
minster School. There is a knowledge that comes of sympa- 
thy as living and genetic as that which comes of mere learning 
is sapless and unprocreant, and for this no profound study of 
the languages is needed. 

If Shakespeare did not know the ancients, I think they were 
at least as unlucky in not knowing him. But is it incredible 
that he may have laid hold of an edition of the Greek trage- 
dians, Graece et Latine, and then, with such poor wits as he 
was master of, contrived to worry some considerable mean- 
ing out of them? There are at least one or two coinci- 
dences which, whether accidental or not, are curious, and 
which I do not remember to have seen noticed. In the Elec- 
tro, of Sophocles, which is almost identical in its leading mo- 
tive with Hamlet, the Chorus consoles Electra for the supposed 
death of Orestes in the same commonplace way which Ham- 
let's uncle tries with him. 

QvrjTov iri<pvKas irarpos, 'HAeicrpa, (ppovu • 
©vijtos 8' 'Opt'orijr - &(TT€ fir) Xiav arive, 
"SXcuriv yap i\\Cw tout' ofpeikerai iradtiv. 

" Your father lost a father ; 
That father lost, lost his 
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But to perse'ver 
In obstinate condolement is a course 

Of impious stubbornness 

'T is common ; all that live must die." 

Shakespeare expatiates somewhat more largely, but the sen- 
timent in both cases is almost verbally identical. The re- 
semblance is probably a chance one, for commonplace and 
consolation were always twin sisters, whom always to escape 
is given to no man ; but it is nevertheless curious. Here is 
another, from the (Edipus Coloneus : — 

Tots rot Sucaiois x<b fipaxys viKa pjyav, 
" Thrice is he armed that hath his quarrel just." 

The Greek dramatists were somewhat fond of a trick of words 
in which there is a reduplication of sense as well as of asso- 
nance,* as in the JSlectra : — 

"AXeKrpa yrjpdcrKovaav diwjievaia re. 

So Shakespeare : — 

" Unhouselled, disappointed, unaneled " ; 
and Milton after him, or, more likely, after the Greek : — 

" Unrespited, unpitied, unreprieved." 

I mention these trifles, in passing, because they have interest- 
ed me, and therefore may interest others. I lay no stress upon 
them, for, if once the conductors of Shakespeare's intelligence 
had been put in connection with those Attic brains, he would 
have reproduced their message in a form of his own. They 
would have inspired, and not enslaved him. His resemblance 
to them is that of consanguinity, more striking in expression 
than in mere resemblance of feature. The likeness between 
the Olytemnestra — <ywat«o? av8pd/3ovKov eX-m^ov iceap — of 
^Eschylus and the Lady Macbeth of Shakespeare was too re- 
markable to have escaped notice. That between the two poets 
in their choice of epithets is as great, though more difficult of 
proof. Yet I think an attentive student of Shakespeare can- 
not fail to be reminded of something familiar to him in such 

* The best instance I remember t is in the Frogs, where Bacchus pleads his in- 
experience at the oar, and says he is 

aneipos, dQaKdrraiTOSi atrakafilvios, 
which might be rendered, 

Unskilled, unsea-soned, and un-Salamised. 
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phrases as " flame-eyed fire," " flax-winged ships," " star- 
neighboring peaks," the rock Salmydessus, 

" Rude jaw of the sea, 

Harsh hostess of the seaman, step-mother 

Of ships," 

and the beacon with its " speaking eye of fire." Surely there 
is more than a verbal, there is a genuine, similarity between 
the avr\pidtiov yeXacr/j-a and " the unnumbered beach " and 
" multitudinous sea." iEschylus, it seems to me, is willing, 
just as Shakespeare is, to risk the prosperity of a verse upon a 
lucky throw of words, which may come up the sices of hardy 
metaphor or the ambs-ace of conceit. There is such a differ- 
ence between far-reaching and far-fetching! Poetry, to be 
sure, is always that daring one step beyond, which brings the 
right man to fortune, but leaves the wrong one in the ditch, 
and its law is, Be bold once and again, yet be not over-bold. It 
is true, also, that masters of language are a little apt to play 
with it. But whatever fault may be found with Shakespeare 
in this respect will touch a tender spot in ^Eschylus also. 
Does he sometimes overload a word, so that the language not 
merely, as Dryden says, bends under him, but fairly gives way, 
and lets the reader's mind down with the shock as of a false 
step in taste ? He has nothing worse than Tre\ayo<; dvdovv 
veicpoi<}. A criticism, shallow in human nature, however deep 
in Campbell's Rhetoric, has blamed him for making persons, 
under great excitement of sorrow, or whatever other emotion, 
parenthesize some trifling play upon words in the very height 
of their passion. Those who make such criticisms have either 
never felt a passion or seen one' in action, or else they forget 
the exaltation of sensibility during such crises, so that the at- 
tention, whether of the senses or the mind, is arrested for the 
moment by what would be overlooked in ordinary moods. The 
more forceful the current, the more sharp the ripple from any 
alien substance interposed. A passion that looks forward, like 
revenge or lust or greed, goes right to its end, and is straight- 
forward in its expression ; but a tragic passion, which is in its 
nature unavailing, like disappointment, regret of the inevitable, 
or remorse, is reflective, and liable to be continually diverted 
by the suggestions of fancy. The one is a concentration of 
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the will, which intensifies the character and the phrase that ex- 
presses it ; in the other, the will is helpless, and, as in insan- 
ity, while the flow of the mind sets imperatively in one direc- 
tion, it is liable to almost ludicrous interruptions and diversions 
upon the most trivial hint of involuntary association. I am 
ready to grant that Shakespeare sometimes allows his charac- 
ters to spend time, that might he better employed, in carving 
some cherry-stone of a quibble ; that he is sometimes tempted 
away from the natural by the quaint ; that he sometimes forces 
a partial, even a verbal, analogy between the abstract thought 
and the sensual image into an absolute identity, giving us a 
kind of serious pun. In a pun our pleasure arises from a gap 
in the logical nexus too wide for the reason, but which the ear 
can bridge in an instant. " Is that your own hare, or a wig ? " 
The fancy is yet more tickled where logic is treated with a 
mock ceremonial of respect. 

" His head was turned, and so he chewed 
His pigtail till he died." 

Now when this kind of thing is done in earnest, the result 
is one of those ill-distributed syllogisms which in rhetoric are 
called conceits. 

" Hard was the hand that struck the blow, 
Soft was the heart that bled." 

I have seen this passage from Warner cited for its beauty, 
though I should have thought nothing could be worse, had I 
not seen General Morris's 

" Her heart and morning broke together 
In tears." 

Of course, I would not rank with these Gloucester's 

" What ! will the aspiring blood of Lancaster 
Sink in the ground ? I thought it would have mounted " ; 

though as mere rhetoric it belongs to the same class.* It 
might be defended as a bit of ghastly humor characteristic of 
the speaker. But at any rate it is not without precedent in 
the two greater Greek tragedians. In a chorus of the Seven 
against Thebes we have : — 

* I have taken the first passage in point that occurred to my memory. It may 
not be Shakespeare's, though probably his. The question of authorship is, I think, 
settled, so far as criticism can do it, in Mr. White's admirable essay appended to 
the Second Part of Henry VI. 
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iv hi ya'u} 

Zma (povopvra 

Me/xiKTai, Kapra 8' ctcr* Sjiaip-oi. 

And does not Sophocles make Ajax in Ms despair quibble upon 
his own name quite in the Shakespearian fashion, under simi- 
lar circumstances ? Nor does the coarseness with which our 
great poet is reproached lack an JEschylean parallel. Even 
the Nurse in Romeo and Juliet would have found a true 
gossip in her of the Agamemnon, who is so indiscreet in her 
confidences concerning the nursery-life of Orestes. Whether 
Raleigh is right or not in warning historians against following 
truth too close upon the heels, the caution is a good one for 
poets as respects truth to Nature. But it is a mischievous 
fallacy in historian or critic to treat as a blemish of the man 
what is but the common tincture of his age. It is to confound 
a spatter of mud with a moral stain. 

But I have been led away from my immediate purpose. I did 
not intend to compare Shakespeare with the ancients, much less 
to justify his defects by theirs. In the fine arts a thing is 
either good in itself or it is nothing. It neither gains nor loses 
by having it shown that another good thing was also good in 
itself, any more than a bad thing profits by comparison with 
another that is worse. The final judgment of the world is in- 
tuitive, and is based, not on proof that a work possesses some 
of the qualities of another whose greatness is acknowledged, 
but on the immediate feeling that it carries to a high point 
of perfection certain qualities proper to itself. One does not 
flatter a fine pear by comparing it to a fine peach, nor learn 
what a fine peach is by tasting ever so many poor ones. The 
boy who makes his first bite into one does not need to ask his 
father if or how or why it is good. Because continuity is a 
merit in some kinds of writing, shall we refuse ourselves to 
the authentic charm of Montaigne's want of it ? I have heard 
people complain of French tragedies because they were so very 
French. This, though it may not be to some particular tastes, 
and may from one point of view be a defect, is from another 
and far higher a distinguished merit. It is their flavor, as 
direct a telltale of the soil whence they drew it as French 
wines are. Suppose we should tax the Elgin marbles with be- 
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ing too Greek ? When will people, nay, when will even crit- 
ics, get over this self-defrauding trick of cheapening the excel- 
lence of one thing by that of another, this conclusive style of 
judgment which consists simply in belonging to the other parish ? 
As one grows older, one loses many idols, perhaps comes at last 
to have none at all, though he may honestly enough uncover 
in deference to the worshippers before any shrine. But for 
the seeming loss the compensation is ample. These saints 
of literature descend from their canopied remoteness to be 
even more precious as men like ourselves, our companions in 
field and street, speaking the same tongue, though in many 
dialects, and owning one creed under the most diverse masks 
of form. 

Much of that merit of structure which is claimed for the 
ancient tragedy is due, if I am not mistaken, to circumstances 
external to the drama itself, — to custom, to convention, to the 
exigencies of the theatre. It is formal rather than organic. 
The Prometheus seems to me one of the few Greek tragedies 
in which the whole creation has developed itself in perfect 
proportion from one central germ of living conception. The 
motive of the ancient drama is generally outside of it, while 
in the modern (at least in the English) it is necessarily within. 
Goethe, in a thoughtful essay,* written many years later than 
his famous criticism of Hamlet in Wilhelm Meister, says 
that the distinction between the two is the difference between 
sollen and wollen, that is, between must and would. He 
means that in the Greek drama the catastrophe is foreordained 
by an inexorable Destiny, while the element of Freewill, and 
consequently of choice, is the very axis of the modern. The 
definition is conveniently portable, but it has its limitations. 
Goethe's attention was too exclusively fixed on the Fate trage- 
dies of the Greeks, and upon Shakespeare among the moderns. 
In the Spanish drama, for example, custom, loyalty, honor, and 
religion are as imperative and as inevitable as doom. In the 
Antigone, on the other hand, the crisis lies in the character of 
the protagonist. In this sense it is modern, and is the first 
example of true character-painting in tragedy. But, from 
whatever cause, that exquisite analysis of complex motives, 

* Shakspeare und kein Ende. 
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and the display of them in action and speech, which constitute 
for us the abiding charm of fiction, were quite unknown to the 
ancients. They reached their height in Cervantes and Shake- 
speare, and, though on a lower plane, still belong to the upper 
region of art in Le Sage, Moliere, and Fielding. The personages 
of the Greek tragedy seem to be commonly rather types than 
individuals. In the modern tragedy, certainly in the four great- 
est of Shakespeare's tragedies, there is still something very like 
Destiny, only the place of it is changed. It is no longer above 
man, but in him ; yet the catastrophe is as sternly foredoomed 
in the characters of Lear, Othello, Macbeth, and Hamlet as it 
could be by an infallible oracle. In Macbeth, indeed, the Weird 
Sisters introduce an element very like Pate ; but generally it 
may be said that with the Greeks the character is involved in 
the action, while with Shakespeare the action is evolved from 
the character. In the one case, the motive of the play con- 
trols the personages ; in the other, the chief personages are in 
themselves the motive to which all else is subsidiary. In any 
comparison, therefore, of Shakespeare with the ancients, we 
are not to contrast him with them as unapproachable models, 
but to consider whether he, like them, did not consciously en- 
deavor, under the circumstances and limitations in which he 
found himself, to produce the most excellent thing possible, a 
model also in its own kind, — whether higher or lower in de- 
gree is another question. The only fair comparison would be 
between him and that one of his contemporaries who endeavored 
to anachronize himself, so to speak, and to subject his art, so 
far as might be, to the laws of classical composition. Ben Jon- 
son was a great man, and has sufficiently proved that he had 
an eye for the external marks of character ; but when he would 
make a whole of them, he gives us instead either a bundle of 
humors or an incorporated idea. With Shakespeare the plot is 
an interior organism, in Jonson an external contrivance. It is 
the difference between man and tortoise. In the one the osse- 
ous structure is out of sight, indeed, but sustains the flesh and 
blood that envelop it, while the other is boxed up and impris- 
oned in his bones. 

I have been careful to confine myself to what may be called 
Shakespeare's ideal tragedies. In the purely historical or 
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chronicle plays, the conditions are different, and his imagina- 
tion submits itself to the necessary restrictions on its freedom 
of movement. Outside the tragedies also, the tempest makes 
an exception worthy of notice. If I read it rightly, it is an 
example of how a great poet should write a^egory, — not em- 
bodying metaphysical abstractions, but giving us ideals ab- 
stracted from life itself, suggesting an under-meaning every- 
where, forcing it upon us nowhere, tantalizing the mind with 
hints that imply so much and tell so little, and yet keep the 
attention all eye and ear with eager, if fruitless, expectation. 
Here the leading characters are not merely typical, but symbol- 
ical, — that is, they do not illustrate a class of persons, they 
belong to universal Nature. Consider the scene of the play. 
Shakespeare is wont to take some familiar story, to lay his 
scene in some place the name of which, at least, is familiar, — 
well knowing the reserve of power that lies in the familiar as 
a background, when things are set in front of it under a new 
and unexpected light. But in the Tempest the scene- is laid 
nowhere, or certainly in no country laid down on any map. 
Nowhere, then ? At once nowhere and anywhere, — for it is in 
the soul of man, that still vexed island hung between the upper 
and the nether world, and liable to incursions from both. 
There is scarce a play of Shakespeare's in which there is such 
variety of character, none in which character has so little to 
do in the carrying on and development of the story. But 
consider for a moment if ever the Imagination has been so em- 
bodied as in Prospero, the Fancy as in Ariel, the brute Under- 
standing as in Caliban, who, the moment his poor wits are 
warmed with the glorious liquor of Stephano, plots rebellion 
against his natural lord, the higher Reason. Miranda is mere 
abstract Womanhood, as truly so before she sees Ferdinand as 
Eve before she was wakened to consciousness by the echo of 
her own nature coming back to her, the same, and yet not the 
same, from that of Adam. Ferdinand, again, is nothing more 
than Youth compelled to drudge at something he despises, till 
the sacrifice of will and abnegation of self win him his ideal 
in Miranda. The subordinate personages are simply types : 
Sebastian and Antonio, of weak character and evil ambition ; 
Gonzalo, of average sense and honesty ; Adrian and Francisco, 
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of the walking gentlemen who serve to fill up a world. They are 
not characters in the same sense with Iago, Falstaff, Shallow, 
or Leontius ; and it is curious how every one of them loses 
his way in this enchanted island of life, all the* victims of one 
illusion after another, except Prospero, whose ministers are 
purely ideal. The whole play, indeed, is a succession of illu- 
sions, winding up with those solemn words of the great en- 
chanter who had summoned to his service every shape of mer- 
riment or passion, every figure in the great tragi-comedy of 
life, and who was now bidding farewell to the scene of his tri- 
umphs. For in Prospero shall we not recognize the Artist 
himself, — 

" That did not better for his life provide 
Than public means which public manners breeds, 
Whence comes it that his name receives a brand," — 

who has forfeited a shining place in the world's eye by devo- 
tion to his art, and who, turned adrift on the ocean of life in 
the leaky carcass of a boat, has shipwrecked on that Fortunate 
Island (as men always do who find their true vocation) where 
he is absolute lord, making all the powers of Nature serve him, 
but with Ariel and Caliban as special ministers ? Of -whom 
else could he have been thinking, when he says, — 

" Graves, at my command, 
Have waked their sleepers, oped, and let them forth, 
By my so potent art " ? 

Was this man, so extraordinary from whatever side we look 
at him, who ran so easily through the whole scale of human 
sentiment, from the homely common-sense of, " When two men 
ride of one horse, one must ride behind," to the transcendental 
subtilty of, 

" No, Time, thou shalt not boast that I do change ; 
Thy pyramids, built up with newer might, 
To me are nothing novel, nothing strange ; 
They are but dressings of a former sight," — 

was he alone so unconscious of powers, some part of whose 
magic is recognized by all mankind, from the schoolboy to the 
philosopher, that he merely sat by and saw them go without the 
least notion what they were about ? Was he an inspired idiot, 
vdtre bizarre Shakespeare ? a vast, irregular genius ? a simple 
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rustic, warbling his native wood-notes wild, in other words, in- 
sensible to the benefits of culture ? When attempts have been 
made at various times to prove that this singular and seem- 
ingly contradictory creature, not one, but all mankind's epit- 
ome, was a musician, a lawyer, a doctor, a Catholic, a Protes- 
tant, an atheist, an Irishman, a discoverer of the circulation of 
the blood, and finally, that he was not himself, but somebody 
else, is it not a little odd that the last thing anybody should 
have thought of proving him was an artist ? Nobody believes 
any longer that immediate inspiration is possible in modern 
times (as if God had grown old), — at least, nobody believes it 
of the prophets of those days, of John of Leyden, or Reeves, 
or Muggleton, — and yet everybody seems to take it for grant- 
ed of this one man Shakespeare. He, somehow or other, 
without knowing it, was able to do what none of the rest of 
them, though knowing it all too perfectly well, could begin to 
do. Everybody seems to get afraid of him in turn. Voltaire 
plays gentleman usher for him to his countrymen, and then, 
perceiving that his countrymen find a flavor in him beyond 
that of Zaire or Mahomet, discovers him to be a Sauvage 
ivre, sans le moindre Stincelle de bon gotit, et sans le moin- 
dre connoissance des regies. Goethe, who tells us that Gd'tz 
von Berlichingen was written in the Shakespearian manner, — 
and we certainly should not have guessed it, if he had not 
blabbed, — comes to the final conclusion, that Shakespeare was 
a poet, but not a dramatist. Chateaubriand thinks that he has 
corrupted art. " If, to attain," he says, " the height of tragic 
art, it be enough to heap together disparate scenes without or- 
der and without connection, to dovetail the burlesque with the 
pathetic, to set the water-carrier beside the monarch and the 
huckster-wench beside the queen, who may not reasonably flat- 
ter himself with being the rival of the greatest masters ? "Who- 
ever should give himself the trouble to retrace a single one of 
his days, .... to keep a journal from hour to hour, would have 
made a drama in the fashion of the English poet." But there 
journals and journals, as the French say, and what goes into 
them depends on the eye that gathers for them. It is a 
long step from St. Simon to Dangeau, from Pepys to Thoresby, 
from Shakespeare even to the Marquis de Chateaubriand. 
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M. Hugo alone, convinced, that, as founder of the French Ro- 
mantic School, there is a kind of family likeness between him- 
self and Shakespeare, stands boldly forth to prove the father 
as extravagant as the son. Calm yourself, M. Hugo, you are 
no more a child of his than Will Davenant was ! But, after all, 
is it such a great crime to produce something absolutely new 
in a world so tedious as ours, and so apt to tell its old stories 
over again ? I do not mean new in substance, but in the man- 
ner of presentation. Surely the highest office of a great poet 
is to show us how much variety, freshness, and opportunity 
abides in the obvious and familiar. He invents nothing, but 
seems rather to re-discover the world about him, and his 
penetrating vision gives to things of daily encounter some- 
thing of the strangeness of new creation. Meanwhile the 
changed conditions of modern life demand a change in the 
method of treatment. The ideal is not a strait-waistcoat. 
Because Alexis and Dora is so charming, shall we have no 
Paul and Virginia? It was the idle endeavor to reproduce 
the old enchantment in the old way that gave us the pastoral, 
sent to the garret now with our grandmothers' achievements of 
the same sort in worsted. Every age says to its poets, like a 
mistress to her lover, "Tell me what I am like " ; and he who 
succeeds in catching the evanescent expression that reveals 
character — which is as much as to say, what is intrinsically 
human — will be found to have caught something as imperish- 
able as human nature itself. Aristophanes, by the vital and 
essential qualities of his humorous satire, is already more 
nearly our contemporary than Moliere ; and even the Trou- 
veres, careless and trivial as they mostly are, could fecundate 
a great poet like Chaucer, and are still delightful reading. 

The Attic tragedy still keeps its hold upon the loyalty of 
scholars through their imagination, or their pedantry, or their 
feeling of an exclusive property, as may happen, and, however 
alloyed with baser matter, this loyalty is legitimate and well 
bestowed. But the dominion of the Shakespearian is even 
wider. It pushes forward its boundaries from year to year, 
and moves no landmark backward. Here Alfieri and Lessing 
own a common allegiance ; and the loyalty to him is one not 
of guild or tradition, but of conviction and enthusiasm. Can 
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this be said of any other modern ? of robust Corneille ? of 
tender Racine ? of Calderon even, with his tropical warmth 
and vigor of production ? The Greeks and he are alike and 
alone in this, and for the same reason, that both are unap- 
proachably the highest in their kind. Call him Gothic, if you 
like, but the inspiring mind that presided over the growth of 
these clustered masses of arch and spire and pinnacle and but- 
tress is neither Greek nor Gothic, — it is simply genius lend- 
ing itself to embody the new desire of man's mind, as it had 
embodied the old. After all, to be delightful is to be classic, 
and the chaotic never pleases long. But manifoldness is not 
confusion, any more than formalism is simplicity. If Shake- 
speare rejected the unities, as I think he who complains of 
" Art made tongue-tied by Authority " might very well delib- 
erately do, it was for the sake of an imaginative unity more 
intimate than any of time and place. The antique in itself is 
not the ideal, though its remoteness from the vulgarity of 
every-day associations helps to make it seem so. The true 
ideal is not opposed to the real, nor is it any artificial height- 
ening thereof, but lies in it, and blessed are the eyes that find 
it! It is the mens divinior which hides within the actual, 
transfiguring matter-of-fact into matter-of-meaning for him who 
has the gift of second-sight. In this sense Hogarth is often 
more truly ideal than Raphael, Shakespeare often more truly so 
than the Greeks. I think it is a more or less conscious percep- 
tion of this ideality, as it is a more or less well-grounded persua- 
sion of it as respects the Greeks, that assures to him, as to them, 
and with equal justice, a permanent supremacy over the minds 
of men. This gives to his characters their universality, to his 
thought its irradiating property, while the artistic purpose, 
running through and combining the endless variety of scene 
and character, will alone account for his power of dramatic 
effect. Goethe affirmed, that, without Schroder's prunings and 
adaptations, Shakespeare was too undramatic for the German 
theatre, — that, if the theory that his plays should be represented 
textually should prevail, he would be driven from the boards. 
The theory has prevailed, and he not only holds his own, but 
is acted oftener than ever. It is not irregular genius that can 
do this, for surely Germany need not go abroad for what her 
own Werners could more than amply supply her with. 
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But I would much rather quote a fine saying than a bad 
prophecy of a man to whom I owe so much. Goethe, in one 
of the most perfect of his shorter poems, tells us that a poem 
is like a painted window. Seen from without, (and he accord- 
ingly justifies the Philistine, who never looks at them other- 
wise,) they seem dingy and confused enough ; but enter, and 
then 

" Da ist's auf einmal farbig helle, 
Geschicht' und Zierath glanzt in Schnelle." 

With the same feeling he says elsewhere in prose, that " there 
is a destructive criticism and a productive. The former is 
very easy ; for one has only to set up in his mind any stand- 
ard, any model, however narrow," (let us say the Greeks,) " and 
then boldly assert that the work under review does not match 
with it, and therefore is good for nothing, — the matter is set- 
tled, and one must at once deny its claim. Productive criti- 
cism is a great deal more difficult ; it asks, What did the au- 
thor propose to himself? Is what he proposes reasonable and 
comprehensible ? and how far has he succeeded in carrying 
it out ? " It is in applying this latter kind of criticism to 
Shakespeare that the Germans have set us an example worthy 
of all commendation. If they have been sometimes over-sub- 
tile, they at least had the merit of first looking at his works as 
wholes, as something that very likely contained an idea, per- 
haps conveyed a moral, if we could get at it. The illumination 
lent us by most of the English commentators reminds us of the 
candles which guides hold up to show us a picture in a dark 
place, the smoke of which gradually makes the work of the 
artist invisible under its repeated layers. Lessing, as might 
have been expected, opened the first glimpse in the new direc- 
tion ; Goethe followed with his famous exposition of Hamlet ; 
A. W. Schlegel took a more comprehensive view in his Lectures, 
which Coleridge worked over into English, adding many fine 
criticisms of his own on single passages ; and finally, Gervinus 
has devoted four volumes to a comment on the plays, full of 
excellent matter, though pushing the moral exegesis beyond 
all reasonable bounds.* With the help of all these, and espe- 

* I do not mention Ulrici's book, for it seems to me unwieldy and dull, — zeal 
without knowledge. 
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cially of the last, I shall apply this theory of criticism to Ham- 
let, not in the hope of saying anything new, but of bringing 
something to the support of the thesis, that, if Shakespeare 
was skilful as a playwright, he was even greater as a drama- 
tist, — that, if his immediate business was to fill the theatre, 
his higher object was to create something which, by fulfilling 
the conditions and answering the requirements of modern life, 
should as truly deserve to be called a work of art as others 
had deserved it by doing the same thing in former times and 
under other circumstances. Supposing him to have accepted 
— consciously or not is of little importance — the new terms 
of the problem which makes character the pivot of dramatic 
action, and consequently the key of dramatic unity, how far 
did he succeed ? 

Before attempting my analysis, I must clear away a little 
rubbish. Are such anachronisms as those of which Voltaire 
accuses Shakespeare in Hamlet, such as the introduction of 
cannon before the invention of gunpowder, and making Chris- 
tians of the Danes three centuries too soon, of the least bear- 
ing aesthetically ? I think not ; but as they are of a piece with 
a great many other criticisms upon the great poet, it is worth 
while to dwell upon them a moment. 

The first demand we make upon whatever claims to be a 
work of art (and we have a right to make it) is that it shall 
be in keeping. Now this propriety is of two kinds, either 
extrinsic or intrinsic. In the first I should class whatever 
relates rather to the body than the soul of the work, such as 
fidelity to the facts of history, (wherever that is important,) 
congruity of costume, and the like, — in short, whatever 
might come under the head of picturesque truth, a depar- 
ture from which would shock too rudely our preconceived 
associations. I have seen an Indian chief in French boots, 
and he seemed to me almost tragic ; but, put upon the stage 
in tragedy, he would have been ludicrous. Lichtenberg, 
writing from London in 1775, tells us that Garrick played 
Hamlet in a suit of the French fashion, then commonly worn, 
and that he was blamed for it by some of the critics ; but, 
he says, one hears no such criticism during the play, nor 
on the way home, nor at supper afterwards, nor indeed till 
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the emotion roused by the great actor has had time to subside. 
He justifies Garrick, though we should not be able to endure 
it now. Yet nothing would be gained by trying to make 
Hamlet's costume true to the assumed period of the play, 
for the scene of it is laid in a Denmark that has no dates. 

In the second and more important category I should put, first, 
co-ordination of character, that is, a certain variety in harmony 
of the personages of a drama, as in the attitudes and coloring 
of the figures in a pictorial composition, so that, while mutually 
relieving and setting off each other, they shall combine in the 
total impression ; second, that subordinate truth to Nature 
which -makes each character coherent in itself; and, third, such 
propriety of costume and the like as shall satisfy the superhis- 
toric sense, to which, and to which alone, the higher drama ap- 
peals. All these come within the scope of imaginative truth. 
To illustrate my third head by an example. Tieck criticises 
John Kemble's dressing for Macbeth in a modern Highland cos- 
tume, as being ungraceful without any countervailing merit of 
historical exactness. I think a deeper reason for his dissatis- 
faction might be found in the fact, that this garb, with its purely 
modern and British army associations, is out of place on Pores 
Heath, and drags the Weird Sisters down with it from their 
proper imaginative remoteness in the gloom of the past to 
the disenchanting glare of the foot-lights. It is not the anti- 
quarian, but the poetic conscience, that is wounded. To this, 
exactness, so far as concerns ideal representation, may not 
only not be truth, but may even be opposed to it. Anachro- 
nisms and the like are in themselves of no account, and be- 
come important only when they make a gap too wide for our 
illusion to cross unconsciously, that is, when they are anaco- 
luthons to the imagination. The aim of the artist is psycho- 
logic, not historic truth. It is comparatively easy for an author 
to get up any period with tolerable minuteness in externals, but 
readers and audiences find more difficulty in getting them 
down, though oblivion swallows scores of them at a gulp. The 
saving truth in such matters is a truth to essential and perma- 
nent characteristics. The Ulysses of Shakespeare, like the 
Ulysses of Dante and Tennyson, more or less harmonizes with 
our ideal conception of the wary, long-considering, though ad- 
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venturous son of Laertes, yet Simon Lord Lovat is doubtless 
nearer the original type. In Hamlet, though there is no Den- 
mark of the ninth century, Shakespeare has suggested the pre- 
vailing rudeness of manners quite enough for his purpose. We 
see it in the single combat of Hamlet's father with the elder 
Fortinbras, in the vulgar wassail of the king, in the English 
monarch being expected to hang Rosencrantz and Guildenstern 
out of hand merely to oblige his cousin of Denmark, in Laertes, 
sent to Paris to be made a gentleman of, becoming instantly 
capable of any the most barbarous treachery to glut his ven- 
geance. We cannot fancy Ragnar Lodbrog or Eric the Red 
matriculating at Wittenberg, but it was essential that Hamlet 
should be a scholar and Skakespeare sends him thither without 
more ado. All through the play we get the notion of a state 
of society in which a savage nature has disguised itself in the 
externals of civilization, like a Maori deacon, who has only to 
strip and he becomes once more a tattooed pagan with his mouth 
watering for a spare-rib of his pastor. Historically, at the date 
of Hamlet, the Danes were in the habit of burning their ene- 
mies alive in their houses, with as much of their family about 
them as might be to make it comfortable. Shakespeare seems 
purposely to have dissociated his play from history by chang- 
ing nearly every name in the original legend. The motive 
of the play — revenge as a religious duty — belongs only to 
a social state in which the traditions of barbarism are still 
operative, but, with infallible artistic judgment, Shakespeare 
has chosen, not untamed Nature, as he found it in history, but 
the period of transition, a period of which the times are al- 
ways out of joint, and thus the irresolution which has its root 
in Hamlet's own character is stimulated by the very incompat- 
ibility of that legacy of vengeance he has inherited from the 
past with the new culture and refinement of which he is the 
representative. One of the few books which Shakespeare is 
known to have possessed was Florio's Montaigne, and he 
might well have transferred the Frenchman's motto, Que seal? 
je ? to the front of his tragedy ; nor can I help fancying some- 
thing more than accident in the fact that Hamlet has been a 
student at Wittenberg, whence those new ideas went forth, of 
whose results in unsettling men's faith, and consequently dis- 
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qualifying them for promptness in action, Shakespeare had 
been not only an eye-witness, but which he must actually hare 
experienced in himself. 

One other objection let me touch upon here, especially as it 
has been urged against Hamlet, and that is the introduction of 
low characters and comic scenes in tragedy. Even Garrick, 
who had just assisted at the Stratford Jubilee, where Shake- 
speare had been pronounced divine, was induced by this absurd 
outcry for the proprieties of the tragic stage to omit the grave- 
diggers' scene from Hamlet. Leaving apart the fact that 
Shakespeare would not have been the representative poet he 
is, if he had not given expression to this striking tendency of 
the Northern races, which shows itself constantly, not only in 
their literature, but even in their mythology and their architec- 
ture, the grave-diggers' scene always impresses me as one of the 
most pathetic in the whole tragedy. That Shakespeare intro- 
duced such scenes and characters with deliberate intention, 
and with a view to artistic relief and contrast, there can 
hardly be a doubt. We must take it for granted that a man 
whose works show everywhere the results of judgment some- 
times acted with forethought. I find the springs of the pro- 
foundest sorrow and pity in this hardened indifference of the 
grave-diggers, in their careless discussion as to whether Ophe- 
lia's death was by suicide or no, in their singing and jesting at 
their dreary work. 

" A pickaxe and a spade, a spade, 
For — and a shrouding-sheet : 
O, a pit of clay for to be made 
For such a guest is meet ! " 

We know who is to be the guest of this earthen hospitality, — 
how much beauty, love, and heartbreak are to be covered in 
that pit of clay. All we remember of Ophelia reacts upon us 
with tenfold force, and we recoil from our amusement at the 
ghastly drollery of the two delvers with a shock of horror. 
That the unconscious Hamlet should stumble on this grave of 
all others, that it should be here that he should pause to muse 
humorously on death and decay, — all this prepares us for the 
revulsion of passion in the next scene, and for the frantic con- 
fession, — 
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" I loved Ophelia ; forty thousand brothers 
Could not with all their quantity of love 
Make up my sum ! " 

And it is only here that such an asseveration would he true 
even to the feeling of the moment ; for it is plain from all we 
know of Hamlet that he could not so have loved Ophelia, that 
he was incapable of the self-abandonment of a true passion, 
that he would have analyzed this emotion as he does all others, 
would have peeped and botanized upon it till it became to him 
a mere matter of scientific interest. All this force of contrast, 
and this horror of surprise, were necessary so to intensify his 
remorseful regret that he should believe himself for once in 
earnest. The speech of the King, " 0, he is mad, Laertes," 
recalls him to himself, and he at once begins to rave : — 

" Zounds ! show me what thou 'It do ! 
Woul't weep ? woul't fight ? woul't fast ? woul't tear thyself? 
Woul't drink up Eysil ? eat a crocodile ? " 

It is easy to see that the whole plot hinges upon the charac- 
ter of Hamlet, that Shakespeare's conception of this was the 
ovum out of which the whole organism was hatched. And 
here let me remark, that there is a kind of genealogical neces- 
sity in the character, — a thing not altogether strange to the 
attentive reader of Shakespeare. Hamlet seems the natural 
result of the mixture of father and mother in his tempera- 
ment, the resolution and persistence of the one, like sound 
timber wormholed and made shaky, as it were, by the other's 
infirmity of will and discontinuity of purpose. In natures so 
imperfectly mixed it is not uncommon to find vehemence of 
intention the prelude and counterpoise of weak performance, 
the conscious nature striving to keep up its self-respect by a 
triumph in words all the more resolute that it feels assured be- 
forehand of inevitable defeat in action. As in such slipshod 
housekeeping men are their own largest creditors, they find 
it easy to stave off utter bankruptcy of conscience by taking 
up one unpaid promise with another larger, and at heavier 
interest, till such self-swindling becomes habitual and by de- 
grees almost painless. How did Coleridge discount his own 
notes of this kind with less and less specie as the figures 
lengthened on the paper! As with Hamlet, so it is with 
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Ophelia and Laertes. The father's feebleness comes up again 
in the wasting heartbreak and gentle lunacy of the daughter, 
while the son shows it in a rashness of impulse and act, a 
kind of crankiness, of whose essential feebleness we are all the 
more sensible as contrasted with a nature so steady on its keel, 
and drawing so much water, as that of Horatio, — the foil at 
once, in different ways, to both him and Hamlet. It was 
natural, also, that the daughter of self-conceited old Polonius 
should have her softness stiffened with a fibre of obstinacy ; 
for there are two kinds of weakness, that which breaks, and 
that which bends. Ophelia's is of the former kind ; Hero is 
her counterpart, giving way before calamity, and rising again 
so soon as the pressure is removed. 

I find two passages in Dante that contain the exactest possi- 
ble definition of that habit or quality of Hamlet's mind which 
justifies the tragic turn of the play, and renders it natural 
and unavoidable from the beginning. The first is from the 
second canto of the Inferno : — 

" E quale e quei cbe disvuol ci6 che voile, 

E per nuovi pensier cangia proposta, 

Si clie del cominciar tutto si telle ; 

Tal mi fee' io in quella oscura costa : 

Perche pensando consumai la impresa 

Che fu nel cominciar cotanto tosta." 
" And like the man who unwills what he willed, 

And for new thoughts doth change his first intent, 

So that he cannot anywhere begin, 

Such became I upon that slope obscure, 

Because with thinking I consumed resolve, 

That was so ready at the setting out." 

Again, in the fifth of the Purgatorio : — 

" Che sempre 1' uomo in cui pensier rampoglia 
Sovra pensier, da se dilunga il segno, 
Perche la foga 1' un dell' altro insolla." 
" For always he in whom one thought buds forth 
Out of another farther puts the goal, 
For each has only force to mar the other." 

Dante was a profound metaphysician, and as in the first 
passage he describes and defines a certain quality of mind, so 
in the other he tells us its result in the character and life, 
namely, indecision and failure, — the goal farther off at the 
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end than at the beginning. It is remarkable how close a re- 
semblance of thought, and even of expression, there is between 
the former of these quotations and a part of Hamlet's famous 
soliloquy : — 

" Thus conscience [i. e. consciousness] doth make cowards of us all : 
And thus the native hue of resolution 
Is sicklied o'er with the pale cast of thought, 
And enterprises of great pitch and moment 
With this regard their currents turn awry, 
And lose the name of action ! " 

It is an inherent peculiarity of a mind like Hamlet's that it 
should be conscious of its own defect. Men of his type are 
forever analyzing their own emotions and motives. They can- 
not do anything, because they always see two ways of doing 
it. They cannot determine on any course of action, because 
they are always, as it were, standing at the cross-roads, and see 
too well the disadvantages of every one of them. It is not 
that they are incapable of resolve, but somehow the band be- 
tween the motive power and the operative faculties is relaxed 
and loose. The engine works, but the machinery it should 
drive stands still. The imagination is so much in overplus, 
that thinking a thing becomes better than doing it, and 
thought with its easy perfection, capable of everything^ be- 
cause it can accomplish everything with ideal means, is vastly 
more attractive and satisfactory than deed, which must be 
wrought at best with imperfect instruments, and always falls 
short of the conception that went before it. " If to do," says 
Portia in the Merchant of Venice, — " if to do were as easy as 
to know what 't were good to do, chapels had been churches, 
and poor men's cottages princes' palaces." Hamlet knows 
only too well what 'twere good to do, but he palters with 
everything in a double sense : he sees the grain of good there 
is in evil, and the grain of evil there is in good, as they ex- 
ist in the world, and, finding that he can make those feather- 
weighted accidents balance each other, infers that there is lit- 
tle to choose between the essences themselves. He is of Mon- 
taigne's mind, and says expressly that " there is nothing good 
or ill, but thinking makes it so." He dwells so exclusively in 
the world of ideas that the world of facts seems trifling, noth- 
ing is worth the while ; and he has been so long objectless and 
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purposeless, so far as actual life is concerned, that, when at last 
an object and an aim are forced upon him, he cannot deal with 
them, and gropes about vainly for a motive outside of himself 
that shall marshal his thoughts for him and guide his faculties 
into the path of action. He is the victim not so much of fee- 
bleness of will as of an intellectual indifference that hinders 
the will from working long in any one direction. He wishes 
to will, but never wills. His continual iteration of resolve 
shows that he has no resolution. He is capable of passionate 
energy where the occasion presents itself suddenly from with- 
out, because nothing is so irritable as conscious irresolution with 
a duty to perform. But of deliberate energy he is not capable ; 
for there the impulse must come from within, and the blade of 
his analysis is so subtile that it can divide the finest hair of 
motive 'twixt north and northwest side, leaving him desper- 
ate to choose between them. The very consciousness of his 
defect is an insuperable bar to his repairing it ; for the unity 
of purpose, which infuses every fibre of the character with 
will available whenever wanted, is impossible where the mind 
can never rest till it has resolved that unity into its compo- 
nent elements, and satisfied itself which on the whole is of 
greater value. A critical instinct so insatiable that it must 
turn upon itself, for lack of something else to hew and hack, 
becomes incapable at last of originating anything except inde- 
cision. It becomes infallible in what not to do. How easily 
he might have accomplished his task is shown by the con- 
duct of Laertes. When he has a death to avenge, he raises a 
mob, breaks into the palace, bullies the king, and proves how 
weak the usurper really was. 

The world is the victim of splendid parts, and is slow to ac- 
cept a rounded whole, because that is something which is long 
in completing, still longer in demonstrating its completion. 
We like to be surprised into admiration, and not logically con- 
vinced that we ought to admire. We are willing to be de- 
lighted with success, though we are somewhat indifferent to 
the homely qualities which insure it. Our thought is so filled 
with the rocket's burst of momentary splendor so far above 
us, that we forget the poor stick, useful and unseen, that made 
its climbing possible. One of these homely qualities is con- 
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tinuity of character, and it escapes present applause because it 
tells chiefly, in the long run, in results. With his usual tact, 
Shakespeare has brought in such a character as a contrast and 
foil to Hamlet. Horatio is the only complete man in the play, 
— solid, well-knit, and true ; a noble, quiet nature, with that 
highest of all qualities, judgment ; always sane and prompt, 
who never drags his anchors for any wind of opinion or for- 
tune, but grips all the closer to the reality of things. He 
seems one of those calm, undemonstrative men whom we love 
and admire without asking to know why, crediting them with 
the capacity of great things, without any test of actual achieve- 
ment, because we feel that their manhood is a constant quality, 
and no mere accident of circumstance and opportunity. Such 
men are always sure of the presence of their highest self on 
demand. Hamlet is continually drawing bills on the future, 
secured by his promise of himself to himself, which he can 
never redeem. His own somewhat feminine nature recognizes 
its complement in Horatio, and clings to it instinctively, as 
naturally as Horatio is attracted by that fatal gift of imagina- 
tion, the absence of which makes the strength of his own char- 
acter, as its overplus does the weakness of Hamlet's. It is 
a happy marriage of two minds drawn together by the charm 
of unlikeness. Hamlet feels in Horatio the solid steadiness 
which he misses in himself; Horatio in Hamlet that need of 
service and sustainment to render which gives him a con- 
sciousness of his own value. Hamlet fills the place of a wom- 
an to Horatio, revealing him to himself not only in what he 
says, but by a constant claim upon his strength of nature ; and 
there is great psychological truth in making suicide the first 
impulse of this quiet, undemonstrative man, after Hamlet's 
death, as if the very reason for his being were taken away 
with his friend's need of him. In his grief, he for the first 
and only time speaks of himself, is first made conscious of 
himself by his loss. If this manly reserve of Horatio be true 
to Nature, not less so are the communicativeness of Hamlet, 
and his tendency to soliloquize. If self-consciousness be alien 
to the one, it is just as truly the happiness of the other. Like 
a musician distrustful of himself, he is forever tuning his in- 
strument, first overstraining this cord a little, and then that, 
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but unable to bring them into unison, or to profit by it, if he 
could. 

We do not believe that Horatio ever thought he " was not a 
pipe for Fortune's finger to play what stop she please," till 
Hamlet told him so. That was Fortune's affair, not his ; let 
her try it, if she liked. He is unconscious of his own peculiar 
qualities, as men of decision commonly are, or they would not 
be men of decision. When there is a thing to be done, they 
go straight at it, and for the time there is nothing else for 
them in the whole universe but themselves and their object. 
Hamlet, on the other hand, is always studying himself. This 
world and the other, too, are always present to his mind, and 
there in the corner is the little black kobold of a doubt mak- 
ing mouths at him. He breaks down the bridges before 
him, not behind him, as a man of action would do ; but 
there is something more than this. He is an ingrained 
sceptic ; though his is the scepticism, not of reason, but of 
feeling, whose root is want of faith in himself. In him it 
is passive, a malady rather than a function of the mind. 
We might call him insincere: not that he was in any sense 
a hypocrite, but only that he never was and never could 
be in earnest. Never could be, because no man without 
intense faith in something ever can. Even if he only be- 
lieved in himself, that were better than nothing; for it will 
carry a man a great way in the outward successes of life, 
nay, will even sometimes give him the Archimedean fulcrum 
for moving the world. But Hamlet doubts everything. He 
doubts the immortality of the soul, just after seeing his fa- 
ther's spirit, and hearing from its mouth the secrets of the 
other world. He doubts Horatio even, and swears him to 
secrecy on the cross of his sword, though probably he himself 
has no assured belief in the sacredness of the symbol. He 
doubts Ophelia, and asks her, " Are you honest ? " He doubts 
the ghost, after he has had a little time to think about it, and 
so gets up the play to test the guilt of the king. And how 
coherent the whole character is ! With what perfect tact and 
judgment Shakespeare, in the advice to the players, makes 
him an exquisite critic ! For just here that part of his char- 
acter which would be weak in dealing with affairs is strong. 
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A wise scepticism is the first attribute of a good critic. He 
must not believe that the fire-insurance offices will raise their 
rates of premium on Charles River, because the new volume 
of poems is printing at Riverside or the University Press. 
He must not believe so profoundly in the ancients as to think it 
wholly out of the question that the world has still vigor enough 
in its loins to beget some one who will one of these days be 
as good an ancient as any of them. 

Another striking quality in Hamlet's nature is his perpetual 
inclination to irony. I think this has been generally passed 
over too lightly, as if it were something external and acci- 
dental, rather assumed as a mask than part of the real na- 
ture of the man. It seems to me to go deeper, to be some- 
thing innate, and not merely factitious. It is nothing like 
the grave irony of Socrates, which was the weapon of a man 
thoroughly in earnest, — the boomerang of argument, which 
one throws in the opposite direction of what he means to 
hit, and which seems to be flying away from the adversary, 
who will presently find himself knocked down by it. It is not 
like the irony of Timon, which is but the wilful refraction of a 
clear mind twisting awry whatever enters it, — or of Iago, 
which is the slime that a nature essentially evil loves to trail 
over all beauty and goodness to taint them with distrust : it is 
the half-jest, half-earnest of an inactive temperament that has 
not quite made up its mind whether life is a reality or no, 
whether men were not made in jest, and which amuses itself 
equally with finding a deep meaning in trivial things and a 
trifling one in the profoundest mysteries of being, because the 
want of earnestness in its own essence infects everything else 
with its own indifference. If there be now and then an un- 
mannerly rudeness and bitterness in it, as in the scenes with 
Polonius and Osrick, we must remember that Hamlet was just 
in the condition which spurs men to sallies of this kind : dis- 
satisfied, at one neither with the world nor with himself, and 
accordingly casting about for something out of himself to vent 
his spleen upon. But even in these passages there is no hint 
of earnestness, of any purpose beyond the moment ; they are 
mere cat's-paws of vexation, and not the deep-raking ground- 
swell of passion, as we see it in the sarcasm of Lear. 
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The question of Hamlet's madness has been much discussed 
and variously decided. High medical authority has pronounced, 
as usual, on both sides of the question. But the induction has 
been drawn from too narrow premises, being based on a mere 
diagnosis of the case, and not on an appreciation of the char- 
acter in its completeness. We have a case of pretended mad- 
ness in the Edgar of King Lear; and it is certainly true that 
that is a charcoal sketch, coarsely outlined, compared with the 
delicate drawing, the lights, shades, and half-tints of the 
portraiture in Hamlet. But does this tend to prove that 
the madness of the latter, because truer to the recorded 
observation of experts, is real, and meant to be real, as the 
other to be fictitious ? Not in the least, as it appears to me. 
Hamlet, among all the characters of Shakespeare, is the most 
eminently a metaphysician and psychologist. He is a close 
observer, continually analyzing his own nature and that of 
others, letting fall his little drops of acid irony on all who 
come near him, to make them show what they are made of. 
Even Ophelia is not too sacred, Osrick not too contemptible for 
experiment. If such a man assumed madness, he would play 
his part perfectly. If Shakespeare himself, without going mad, 
could so observe and remember all the abnormal symptoms 
as to be able to reproduce them in Hamlet, why should it be 
beyond the power of Hamlet to reproduce them in himself? 
If you deprive Hamlet of reason, there is no truly tragic motive 
left. He would be a fit subject for Bedlam, but not for the 
stage. We might have pathology enough, but no pathos. 
Ajax first becomes tragic when he recovers his wits. If 
Hamlet is irresponsible, the whole play is a chaos. That he 
is not so might be proved by evidence enough, were it not 
labor thrown away. 

This feigned madness of Hamlet's is one of the few points in 
which Shakespeare has kept close to the old story on which 
he founded his play ; and as he never decided without deliber- 
ation, so he never acted without unerring judgment. Hamlet 
drifts through the whole tragedy. He never keeps on one tack 
long enough to get steerage-way, even if, in a nature like his, 
with those electric streamers of whim and fancy forever wa- 
vering across the vault of his brain, the needle of judgment 
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would point in one direction long enough to strike a course by. 
The scheme of simulated insanity is precisely the one he would 
have been likely to hit upon, because it enabled him to follow 
his own bent, and to drift with an apparent purpose, postpon- 
ing decisive action by the very means he adopts to arrive at 
its accomplishment, and satisfying himself with the show of 
doing something that he may escape so much the longer the 
dreaded necessity of really doing anything at all. It enables 
him to play with life and duty, instead of taking them by the 
rougher side, where alone any firm grip is possible, — to feel 
that he is on the. way toward accomplishing somewhat, when 
he is really paltering with his own irresolution. Nothing, 
I think, could be more finely imagined than this. Voltaire 
complains that he goes mad without any sufficient object or 
result. Perfectly true, and precisely what was most natural 
for him to do, and, accordingly, precisely what Shakespeare 
meant that he should do. It was delightful to him to indulge 
his imagination and humor, to prove his capacity for some- 
thing by playing a part : the one thing he could not do was 
to bring himself to act, unless when surprised by a sudden 
impulse of suspicion, — as where he kills Polonius, and there 
he could not see his victim. He discourses admirably of sui- 
cide, but does not kill himself; he talks daggers, but uses none. 
He puts by the chance to kill the king with the excuse that he 
will not do it while he is praying, lest his soul be saved thereby, 
though it is more than doubtful whether he believed it himself. 
He allows himself to be packed off to England, without any 
motive except that it would for the time take him farther from 
a present duty: the more disagreeable to a nature like his 
because it was present, and not a mere matter for speculative 
consideration. When Goethe made his famous comparison of 
the acorn planted in a vase which it bursts with its growth, 
and says that in like manner Hamlet is a nature which breaks 
down under the weight of a duty too great for it to bear, he 
seems to have considered the character too much from one side. 
Had Hamlet actually killed himself to escape his too onerous 
commission, Goethe's conception of him would have been satis- 
factory enough. But Hamlet was hardly a sentimentalist, like 
Werther ; on the contrary, he saw things only too clearly in 
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the dry north-light of the intellect. It is chance that at last 
brings him to his end. It would appear rather that Shake- 
speare intended to show us an imaginative temperament 
brought face to face with actualities, into any clear relation of 
sympathy with which it cannot bring itself. The very means 
that Shakespeare makes use of to lay upon him the obligation 
of acting — the ghost — really seems to make it all the harder 
for him to act ; for the spectre but gives an additional excite- 
ment to his imagination and a fresh topic for his scepticism. 

I shall not attempt to evolve any high moral significance from 
the play, even if I thought it possible ; for that would be aside 
from the present purpose. The scope of the higher drama 
is to represent life, not every-day life, it is true, but life lift- 
ed above the plane of bread-and-butter associations, by nobler 
reaches of language, by the influence at once inspiring and 
modulating of verse, by an intenser play of passion condensing 
that misty mixture of feeling and reflection which makes the ordi- 
nary atmosphere of existence into flashes of thought and phrase 
whose brief, but terrible, illumination prints the outworn land- 
scape of every-day upon our brains, with its little motives 
and mean results, in lines of telltale fire. The moral office 
of tragedy is to show us our own weaknesses idealized in 
grander figures and more awful results, — to teach us that what 
we pardon in ourselves as venial faults, if they seem to have 
but slight influence on our immediate fortunes, have arms as 
long as those of kings, and reach forward to the catastrophe 
of our lives, that they are dry-rotting the very fibre of will and 
conscience, so that, if we should be brought to the test of a 
great temptation or a stringent emergency, we must be involved 
in a ruin as sudden and complete as that we shudder at in the 
unreal scene of the theatre. But the primary object of a tragedy 
is not to inculcate a formal moral. Representing life, it teach- 
es, like life, by indirection, by those nods and winks that are 
thrown away on us blind horses in such profusion. We may 
learn, to be sure, plenty of lessons from Shakespeare. We are 
not likely to have kingdoms to divide, crowns foretold us by 
weird sisters, a father's death to avenge, or to kill our wives 
from jealousy : but Lear may teach us to draw the line more 
clearly between a wise generosity and a loose-handed weak- 
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ness of giving ; Macbeth, how one sin involves another, and 
forever another, by a fatal parthenogenesis, and that the key 
which unlocks forbidden doors to our will or passion leaves a 
stain on the hand, that may not be so dark as blood, but that 
will not out ; Hamlet, that all the noblest gifts of person, tem- 
perament, and mind slip like sand through the grasp of an 
infirm purpose ; Othello, that the perpetual silt of some one 
weakness, the eddies of a suspicious temper depositing their 
one impalpable layer after another, may build up a shoal on 
which an heroic life and an otherwise magnanimous nature may 
bilge and go to pieces. All this we may learn, and much 
more, and Shakespeare was no doubt well aware of all this and 
more ; but I do not believe that he wrote his plays with any 
such didactic purpose. He knew human nature too well not 
to know that one thorn of experience is worth a whole wilder- 
ness of warning, — that, where one man shapes his life by pre- 
cept and example, there are a thousand who have it shaped for 
them by impulse and by circumstances. He did not mean his 
great tragedies for scarecrows, as if the nailing of one hawk 
to the barn-door would prevent the next from coming down 
souse into the hen-yard. No, it is not the poor bleaching 
victim hung up to moult its draggled feathers in the rain that 
he wishes to show us. He loves the hawk-nature as well as 
the hen-nature ; and if he is unequalled in anything, it is in 
that sunny breadth of view, that impregnability of reason, that 
looks down all ranks and conditions of men, all fortune and 
misfortune, with the equal eye of the pure artist. 

Whether I have fancied anything into Hamlet which the 
author never dreamed of putting there I do not greatly con- 
cern myself to inquire. Poets are always entitled to a roy- 
alty on whatever we find in their works ; for these fine crea- 
tions as truly build themselves up in the brain as they are built 
up with deliberate forethought. Praise art as we will, that 
which the artist did not mean to put into his work, but which 
found itself there by some generous process of Nature of which 
he was as unaware as the blue river is of its rhyme with the blue 
sky, has somewhat in it that snatches us into sympathy with 
higher things than those which come by plot and observation. 
Goethe wrote his Faust in its earliest form without a thought of 
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the deeper meaning which the exposition of an age of criticism 
was to find in it : without foremeaning it, he had impersonated 
in Mephistopheles the genius of his century. Shall this subtract 
from the debt we owe him ? Not at all. If originality were 
conscious of itself, it would have lost its right to be original. I 
believe that Shakespeare intended to impersonate in Hamlet 
riot a mere metaphysical entity, but a man of flesh and blood : 
yet it is certainly curious how prophetically typical the char- 
acter is of that introversion of mind which is so constant a 
phenomenon of these latter days, of that over-consciousness 
which wastes itself in analyzing the motives of action instead 
of acting. 

The old painters had a rule, that all compositions should be 
pyramidal in form, — a central figure, from which the others 
slope gradually away on the two sides. Shakespeare prob- 
ably had never heard of this rule, and, if he had, would not 
have been likely to respect it more than he has the so-called 
classical unities of time and place. But he understood per- 
fectly the artistic advantages of gradation, contrast, and re- 
lief. Taking Hamlet as the key-note, we find in him weak- 
ness of character, which, on the one hand, is contrasted with 
the feebleness that springs from overweening conceit in Po- 
lonius and with frailty of temperament in Ophelia, while, on 
the other hand, it is brought into fuller relief by the steady 
force of Horatio and the impulsive violence of Laertes, who 
is resolute from thoughtlessness, just as Hamlet is irresolute 
from overplus of thought. 

If we must draw a moral from Hamlet, it would seem to be, 
that Will is Fate, and that, Will once abdicating, the inevita- 
ble successor in the regency is Chance. Had Hamlet acted, 
instead of musing how good it would be to act, the king might 
have been the only victim. As it is, all the main actors in 
the story are the fortuitous sacrifice of his irresolution. We 
see how a single great vice of character at last draws to itself 
as allies 'and confederates all other weaknesses of the man, as 
in civil wars the timid and the selfish wait to throw themselves 
upon the stronger side. 

" In Life's small things be resolute and great 
To keep thy muscles trained : know'st thou when Pate 
Thy measure takes ? or when she '11 say to thee, 
' I find thee worthy, do this thing for me ' ? " 

J. R. Lowell. 



